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Abstract 
COVID-19 has once again brought the role of governments, and their ability to cooperate and coordinate their 
actions into the spotlight. It has however also highlighted significant gaps in various areas including the science-
policy interface; the ability of institutional mechanisms to deal with crises; in the preparedness of global and 
national science communities and government systems; and in access to reliable, verifiable data to inform 
decision making. 
The consultative meetings around this topic draw on lessons learned and experiences from the COVID-19 
pandemic to identify effective policy tools and mechanisms that would also give due credence to issues of 
poverty alleviation, justice, inequalities, and the environment. The goal is to suggest pathways for more robust 
and responsive governance systems for an uncertain future. 
This report gives a summary of the discussions in the third consultative meeting that took place online on 1 
September 2020. 
Building on the overall approach and the first and second consultations, the IIASA-ISC team engaged with 
experts to identify a set of policy options at global and national systems governance levels. The first consultation 
focused on drawing lessons from how COVID-19 has been governed at different levels of governance, while the 
second consultation focused on identifying options and opportunities for enhancing governance in support of 
realizing sustainability objectives. The third consultation further narrowed in on the options and opportunities 
suggested and harvested policy perspectives with a view to identifying their feasibility and steps needed for 
successfully translating recommendations and options into action.  
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Overview 
The third consultation on ‘Governance for Sustainability’ gathered 27 leading experts (12 external and 15 
IIASA-ISC) from Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin America.  
Approach and framing 
Building on the overall approach and the first and second consultation, the IIASA-ISC team engaged with the 
experts to identify a set of policy options at global and national systems governance levels. While the first 
consultation focused on drawing lessons from how COVID-19 has been governed at different levels of 
governance, the second consultation focused on identifying options and opportunities for enhancing governance 
in support of realizing sustainability objectives. The third consultation further narrowed in on the options and 
opportunities suggested in the second consultation, and harvested policy perspectives on them with a view to 
identifying their feasibility and steps needed for successfully translating them to action.  
In addressing these questions, participants understand governance as the “totality of actors, rules, conventions, 
processes, and mechanisms concerned with how relevant…information is collected, analyzed and 
communicated, and how management decisions are taken”1, and that it may take different shapes, such as 
polycentric, network, multilevel, monocentric, or adaptive governance.  
Summary of discussions: Lightning talk 
The lightning talk set the stage for the consultation, providing considerations and lines of thought for the 
discussions in the breakout groups where the focus moved towards putting the options for enhancing 
governance for sustainability developed in the preceding consultations to a feasibility check. 
In his lightning talk, Dr. Reinhard Mechler of the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) 
put the emerging options for enhancing governance for sustainability deliberated on in the previous consultation 
into perspective. He stressed that while there may be different pathways, the overarching ambition of 
transformations in governance regimes needs to be to arrive at two target spaces: the achievement of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030 and ultimately at socioeconomic sustainability within a stable 
earth system by 20502. Multiple stressors, including infectious diseases such as COVID-19 but also climate 
change, compound risk, socioeconomic pressures, and others, need to be considered as pathways towards 
more sustainable futures, with governance regimes playing a key role in enabling or hampering decision making 
in this direction.   
Taking the consultation into the direction of reviewing suggested policy options for enhancing governance, Dr. 
Mechler introduced scenario-building approaches to the group. Exploring different narratives of the future, 
scenario planning supports policy changes in the face of (deep) uncertainty with internally consistent narratives 
that can be linked with quantitative modeling. Albeit not forecasting the future, scenario building enables 
 
 
1 IRGC (International Risk Governance Council). 2005. Risk governance: Towards an integrative approach. 
White Paper No. 1, O. Renn with an Annex by P. Graham. Geneva: IRGC. 
2 IIASA (International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis). 2020. The world in 2050. Twi2050.org  
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forward-looking exploration of different pathways towards designated future target spaces, and an 
understanding of the underlying factors that determine those futures. In turn, scenario planning enables 
policymakers to identify interventions that help shift towards sustainable futures in the long run, including in 
the governance sphere. He moved to introduce several exemplary scenarios, including conventional 
development, unequal futures, fragmented futures, and a sustainable future as the main target space, and 
challenged participants to cross-check and test the policy options developed in the prior two consultations 
against these scenarios to explore their feasibility and potential stumbling stones or enabling factors.  
BREAKOUT GROUPS 
In the breakout groups, participants were asked to provide their insights to review the pathways and options 
for enhancing governance for sustainability put forward in the second consultation, with a view to arriving at a 
selection of feasible policy options to be featured in the final report and presented at the upcoming side event 
on Transformations within reach, as part of the 75th United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)3. 
In doing so, participants built on the findings and lessons emerging from the first and second consultations that 
included a need for more coordinated, cooperative, and solidarity-based global governance arrangements and 
for polycentric and adaptive governance structures at national and sub-national governance levels, along with 
an emphasis of accountable and transparent arrangements informed by reliable science-policy-society interfaces 
and a center-stage positioning of systemic resilience to bounce forward in sustainable development.  
BREAKOUT GROUP 1: Global governance   
The Global Governance group put options and opportunities for enhancing and harnessing global governance 
arrangements to a feasibility test. The key question guiding the conversation was how global governance 
arrangements need to be transformed at the global scale to shift development towards sustainable and resilient 
pathways in view of increasing compound and systemic risk, and how and to what extent that would be doable.  
Participants in the global governance breakout group reviewed the options suggested for institutional reform, 
opportunities for building on conventions, and the current drive for their implementation, along with reviewing 
opportunities for leveraging process-related change potential. While there was wide acknowledgement of the 
challenges associated with getting institutional reform at global levels off the ground, participants gave high 
priority to global governance reform and suggested to leverage ongoing reform processes such as those 
surrounding the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) and World Health Organization 
(WHO) reform. Similarly, there was great appreciation for the need to shift towards more radical narratives by 
harnessing the power of social media to boost risk communication and empower all members of society to put 
risk reduction to the center-stage away from a response-focus. Participants suggested that a global risk dialogue 
would be a critical first step in this direction. New technologies were also identified as an important step towards 
more effectively integrating expert and local insights into decision making and considered key for harnessing 
the opportunities provided by windows of opportunity presenting themselves as public opinion moves towards 
capturing the benefits of the SDGs and related global agreements.  
 
 
3 See here for more details and a recording of the side event.  
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Figure 1. Summary of the discussions in the global governance breakout group 
BREAKOUT GROUP 2: National governance 
The National Governance group put options and opportunities for enhancing and harnessing national 
governance arrangements to a feasibility test. The key question guiding the conversation was how national 
governance arrangements need to be transformed to shift development towards sustainable and resilient 
pathways in view of increasing compound and systemic risk, and how and to what extent that would be doable.  
Participants in the national governance breakout group reviewed the options suggested for shifting the focus 
on building forward towards a more cooperative new normal, to putting resilience center-stage, moving towards 
more evidence-based decision-making structures and lifting the role of non-governmental transformation 
agents. Among the suggested options, participants found that putting in place resilience officers that work 
closely with decision makers along with integrating resilience considerations into recovery packages was most 
feasible, while also agreeing that strengthening engagement processes for scientific and expert advice would 
be a sensible national governance enhancement to take forward. Other options, such as shifting cognitive 
concepts away from economic efficiency and growth-exclusive paradigms, were considered less feasible, albeit 
important for moving towards more sustainable futures. Overall, there was agreement that these options require 
political will and a long-term perspective, with participants appreciating the suggestion to crosscheck options 
and opportunities against the scenarios presented in the lightning talk.  
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Figure 2. Summary of the discussions in the national governance breakout group 
Plenary discussion and next steps 
The plenary reported back from the break-out groups, providing an opportunity for reactions and commentary 
from all participants. Several participants made use of the opportunity to highlight the need and value of 
engaging decision makers at the right levels to drive implementation, and welcomed both the initiative and the 
upcoming report with a view to providing the right food for thought to this end.  
With the third and final consultation completed, the IIASA-ISC team will continue to work on developing a final 
report coming out of the IIASA-ISC Consultative Science Platform “Bouncing Forward Sustainably: Pathways to 
a post-COVID World”. The insights from the third consultation, as well as from the prior two consultations have 
also fed into an interactive discussion on Transformations within reach, as part of the 75th United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA) side events, organized in cooperation with the Permanent Missions of Norway and 
South Africa to the United Nations4.  
 
 
4 See here for more details and a recording of the side event.  
www.iiasa.ac.at 10 
Participants of the online consultation 
 
Chair: 
Adebayo Olukoshi, Director for Africa and West Asia at the International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance (International IDEA) 
Participants: 
Anita Breuer, Political Scientist and Senior Researcher, German Development Institute 
Paula Caballero, Managing Director, Lands for Life & Former Senior Director, Global Practice for 
Environment & Natural Resources World Bank 
Alma Cristal Hernández Mondragón, Science Director, Centros y Transferencia de Conocimiento Secretaria 
de Educación, Ciencia, Tecnología e Innovación 
Teresa M. Deubelli, Researcher, Risk and Resilience, IIASA 
Felix Dodds, Consultant, Stakeholder engagement in global sustainability processes 
Steffen Fritz, Deputy Program Director of the Ecosystem Services and Management (ESM) Program, IIASA 
Luis Gomez Echeverri, Emeritus Research Scholar, DDG for Science, IIASA 
John Handmer, Senior Science Advisor, Risk and Resilience Program, IIASA 
Stefan Hochrainer-Stigler, Senior Research Scholar, Risk and Resilience Program, IIASA 
Jenan Irshaid, Researcher, Risk and Resilience Program, Water Program, IIASA 
Maria Ivanova, Associate Professor, Director of Center for Governance & Sustainability; Director of the 
Global Environmental Governance Project at University of Massachusetts Boston 
S.K. Joshi, Chief-Secretary to Government of Telangana, Chairman of Hyderabad Metro Rail Limited 
Sunday Leonard, Programme Officer, Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel of the Global Environment 
Facility 
Joanne Linnerooth Bayer, Emeritus Research Scholar, Risk and Resilience, IIASA 
Gordon McBean, Professor Emeritus Department of Geography at Western University London 
Reinhard Mechler, Acting Program Director, Risk and Resilience Program, IIASA 
Emmanuelle Pinault, Head of City Diplomacy – Political Engagement C40 
Michaela Rossini, Head of the Library and Knowledge Resources Unit, IIASA 
Flavia Schlegel, Special Envoy for Science in Global Policy, ISC 
Anna Scolobig, Associate, Risk and Resilience Program, IIASA 
Thomas Schinko, Deputy Programme Director, Risk and Resilience, IIASA 
Leena Srivastava, Deputy Director General for Science, IIASA 
Sigrid Stagl, Socioeconomics Department Head, Co-Director Competence Center Sustainability 
Transformation and Responsibility, WU Wien 
Anne-Sophie Stevance, Senior Science Officer, ISC 
Ricardo Zapata-Marti, International Consultant  
Caroline Zimm, Researcher, Transition to New Technologies, IIASA 
